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Thus, we aim to provide systematic insights in this highly heterogeneous field and point to convergences, divergences and future avenues. We are well aware of the fact that much more systematic comparative research is needed, focusing on specific sectors and including more countries and regions. With this book we hope we have charted the way.
Co-operatives as dynamic constructs
Co-operatives can be seen both as emergent results of human action and as recurrent patterned arrangements which influence the choices and opportunities available to people. As particular constellations of structural and cultural characteristics, co-operatives are 'socially real entities' (Fleetwood 2004) but also evolving and dynamic constructs. They are real, not in the sense of material entities, but in the sense of having an impact upon people's actions, which means that in their absence, people would act in different ways. However, co-operatives are dynamic and are dependent upon the ways they are conceptualized and put into practice. They take on various forms according to how their members perceive the co-operative way of doing business as suited for their purposes. Dependent upon how people constantly elaborate -that is reproduce or transform -their structural and cultural properties through their actions and interactions; they are also defined by time and space. The options that are open to people when they establish or transform co-operatives are constrained and enabled by their socio-economic, political and legal environments.
From the time the first principles of co-operative entrepreneurship have been formulated by the pioneers of what now has become the international co-operative movement and, up until today, leaders and representatives of co-operative movements around the world have tried to define the co-operative identity, that unique set of tenets that distinguish co-operatives from other organizations and enterprises. As Dame Pauline Green, president of the International Co-operative Alliance, expressed in her speeches during the United Nations International Year of Co-operatives: 'Co-operatives are businesses, but not business as usual'. Perhaps the most basic definition of a co-operative would point to its being an economic organization owned and controlled by its members, with the purpose to provide and distribute benefits to its members (Barton, in Nilsson 1999) . A broader set of values and principles of co-operative entrepreneurship was self-reflexively defined by the International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) during its World Assembly in 1995, based upon a century and a half of co-operative entrepreneurship with various types of members and members' purposes and in various economic sectors and countries. The seven co-operative principles 1 in the ICA Statement of Co-operative Identity are mere guidelines for co-operatives, exercised with a large degree of flexibility.
The concept-dependency of co-operatives is illustrated by the differences in interpretation and operationalization of those principles. While some co-operatives adhere to a strict interpretation, others take a more relaxed stance. In their flexibility, the co-operative principles express the intent to exercise co-operative values and stay true to the co-operative's purpose, ensuring member-user control.
For example, the principle of 'voluntary and open membership' mainly distinguishes co-operatives, as voluntary member organizations, from coerced forms of co-operation, such as those that existed in many communist or other totalitarian regimes. It may be interpreted as an absolute free entry and exit of members. In consumer co-operatives and co-operatives where less capital is needed, this may be easier to realize than in a dairy cooperative with high capital requirements. Many co-operatives then interpret the principle of 'voluntary and open membership' in the sense that no one can be forced to join and no eligible applicant can be refused. Also,
